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INTRODUCTION

Washington Common Murre colonies on National Wildlife Refuges have been censussed
annually since 1979. The data show that, although the species was relatively abundant on
offshore rocks and islands prior to 1983, murre colony attendance along the Washington outer
coast refuge colonies has severely declined since then (Wilson 1991). ENSO events, oil spills,
drowning by gill nets. and Navy bombing of breeding islands have been suspected as causes
for the decline, but the data are too few to identify the reasons for the continued low murre use
of refuge islands and rocks in Washington. The Common Murre was the most frequent victim
of several oil spills, including the recent Tenyo Maru spill that occurred off the entrance of the
Strait of Juan de Fuca. Funds for restoring seabirds killed by this spill are now available. In
order to provide needed additional information on Washington Common Murre colony
attendance and breeding chronology, a pilot project for expanded murre colony surveys was
authorized to aid in restoration planning. This report summarizes the findings of murre colony

surveys along the Washington coast for the 1996 breeding season.
METHODS

All known murre'colony sites were surveyed from a Hughes 500D helicopter, chartered from
Eagle Air Helicopters in Forks WA, with the passenger side door removed. While hovering
around or over the colonies at an altitude of 70 - 250 m the colonies were photographed with a
Canon EOS A2 35 mm camera equipped .with a Canon EF 70-200 mm /2.8 L lens. Film was

Kodak Ektachrome 400 ASA Elite. The surveys were flown on June 17 and 28, and on July 12



and August 1. The colonies were surveyed between 09:00 and 14:00 hrs. Because of heavy
rain and dense fog, White Rock and Tatoosh Island were not surveyed on August 1. The
number of murres were estimated by counting the number of birds from the slides. For this
purpose the transparencies were projected on to a paper flip chart. Small groups of murres

(< 30) were circled with a blue marker and then counted with a tally counter. This was
repeated until the entire colony was counted. When murres were densely packed, or when the
resolution of the slides was poor so that individual murres were impossible to distinguish, the
number of birds within the small circled groups were estimated as well as possible. This
method is identical to the one used by this author to estimate murres on the Washington coast
during 1979-1982, and during 1987 when they were more abundant. The original slides were
submitted with this report to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Western Washington Office in
Lacey, WA. To provide some documentation of sea surface temperatures along the Washington
outer coast, along with an interpretation of how these data relate to El Nino, I have provided in
Appendix 1, copies of the 1996 monthly El Nino advisories, produced by the National Marine

Fisheries Service.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

During the 1996 census period between 6070 and 7405 murres were counted on refuge rocks
and islands (Table 1). With the exception of the July 12 survey, the 1996 refuge counts were
higher than comparable estimates in 1995. Overall, 22 percent more murres were counted

within the refuge this season compared to last year. This increase was mainly because more




murres used Big Stack, Table Rock and Carroll Island colonies. In contrast, fewer murres were
counted during two of the three surveys of Tatoosh Island and its surrounding rocks. Overall,
41 percent fewer murres were recorded at these colonies in 1996 than in 1995. No chicks
were observed during any of the 1996 aerial surveys. .

This year’s results are difficult to interpret in view of the reported colony abandonment
in Oregoﬁ (Roy Lowe personal communications), and because no chicks were observed on any
of the Washington colonies. According to monthly El Nino advisories issued by the National
Marine Fisheries Service (Appendix 1), sea surface temperatures off the Washington coast
were above normal during the critical period from January through June of 1996. This
warming was apparently because of local meteorological conditions and was not ENSO related
since wind and sea surface temperature analysis along the equator showed no indication of El
Nino conditions. Murres counted on Washington outer coast refuge colonies may have
experienced lower reproductive success because of this warming episode. Why more birds

were counted in 1996 compared to 1995 is unclear, perhaps some of Washington’s refuge

colonies are used during some years mostly for roosting.
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Table 1

COMMON MURRE COLONY SURVEYS, WASHINGTON OUTER COAST 1996

(No. of birds)
Survey Dates

Isl. No. Island Name 6-17 6-28 7-12 8-01
586 Erin 30 10 80 215
585 _Erin's Bride 95 10 50 40
575 Grenville Arch 120 5 0 65
570 Big Stack 725 805 1080 1205
529 Willoughby Isl. 0 0 15 190
531 Split Rock 0 5 35 320
483 Destruction Isl. 0 0 0 0
458 Middle Rock 0 0 0 0
409 Rounded Isl. 0 0 0 0
363 Table Rock 0 265 245 195
361A Cakesosta : 1125 1135 775 915
361 Huntington Isl. 2355 2280 1985 1795
357/358 No Name 35 230 115 90
333 Gunsight Rock 60 0 50 40
332 Petre] Isl. 0 0 0 15
256 Jagged Isl. 0 0 0 0
269 Carroll Pillar 195 340 255 150
262 Carroll Isl. 1415 1575 1280 2170
192 White Rock 75 60 105 NS
023 Tatoosh Rock 0 0 0 NS
022 Tatoosh Rock 65 20 25 NS
038 Tatoosh Rock 0 0 20 NS
035 Tatoosh Rock 205 160 10 NS
021 Tatoosh Isl. 355 560 275 NS
Total No. murres on coast: 6855 7460 6400 IS
No. within refuge: 6230 6720 6070 7405
No. at Tatoosh Island: 625 740 330 NS
Percent within refuge: 91 % 90 % 95 % IS

IS = incomplete survey
NS = not surveyed



APPENDIX 1

1996 Monthly EI Nino Watch Advisories

Produced by

National Marine Fisheries Service

P.O. Box 271, La Jolla, CA 92038
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